by Jacques Doukan, Ph.D.

W h a t t h e Bible S a y s —
and Doesn't S a y — A b o u t
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HE biblical answer to suffering is revealed as a tension
between the rational and
the absurd, the tragic
and the hopeful. On one
hand, suffering is the logical consequence of a mistake, a transgression,
the punishment for sin; on the other,
it is an evil absurdity that strikes the
innocent unjustly
In the BMe, suffering is assumed.
One does not avoid it The Bible proposes no "opium of the people" to
squash pain. Suffering is a tragedy.
Yet in the Bible suffering is also
rejected and is, ultimately, annihilated.
How does Scripture reconcde
these tensions? Does it even try?
The R e a s o n f o r Suffering
The Bible depicts pain starting
with a human who committed a sin:
picking the forbidden fruit Though
for many the Eden story appears
naive and out of proportion for the
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sin committed, the Bible reveals
here the essence of all evil: in disobeying God, the first humans severed themselves from their Creator
and placed themselves at the helm
of their own destiny. Ever since,
human beings have tried to become
God, and this futile attempt has
caused tragic loss. All through the
Bible this nonsensical usurpation of
God is denounced. From Babel
(Genesis 11:1-9) to Saul (1 Samuel
15:12) to Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel
4), humans have tried to usurp
God's prerogatives.
r^adoxically, through this prohibition against eating from the tree,
God was offering liberty. God could
have decided not to forbid anything
(He was not short of trees), and people's existence would have still continued, but without free choice. By
this commandment God was not
limiting the freedom of humans; on
the contrary, He was inventing it
Nevertheless, by separating them-

selves from their Creator, humans
instantly lost contact with the source
of life and, as a result, became mortal. The Lord had warned: "hi the
day that thou eatest thereof thou
shalt surely die" (Genesis 2:17). To
become independent from God and
still believe that you will survive is
like chopping the branch upon
which you are sitting and still believing that you won't fall.
The Fall was not committed
behind locked doors. The whole
world, nature and humanity together, was affected. This link of
dependence between humans and
their environment, between people
and their posterity, constitutes one of
the fundamental principles of the
Bible. "One of the main ideas of the
Jewish tradition,'' said Andre Neher,
"is the importance of everything, of
each action, of each word, of each
thought of man. Nothing is indifferent Everything has weight Man in
reality knows that very well. But he
wants to escape from that terrible
responsibility."1
Humans are responsible for their
own misfortune. The Genesis narrative indicates this reality from the
start. As soon as men and women
disobey, all original harmony is broken Animal kingdom surges against
humans (Genesis 3:1, 13, 15), man
against woman (Genesis 3:12, 16,
17), nature against humans (Genesis
3:18, 19), and humans against God
(Genesis 3:8-10, 22-24). The ecological balance was upset because of
human beings. The same principle is
perceived in the biblical conception
of the Promised Land, which can
vomit out its sinful inhabitants
(Leviticus 18:25, 28). The iniquity of
Israelites who murder, rob, and commit adultery (Hosea 4:2) influences
the character of the country, which is
"mourn[ing], and every one that
dwelleth therein shall languish, with
the beasts of the field, and with the
fowls of heaven; yea, the fishes of the
sea also shall be taken away" (verse
3). AH suffering is interpreted here
as a direct effect of sin, or the just
punishment from on high. The logic
is implacable; nobody escapes it
The Absurdity of Suffering
However, the Bible presents also
a gratuitous side of suffering and evil
which are often depicted as unfair
and irrational. The Genesis narration
does not overlook this other dimension. The text does not indicate the
first cause of evil. We are not told
how and why the serpent was made
to oppose God and to tempt
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humans, nor what ignited in humans
their foolish disobedience. To the
question From where come evil and
the tempting serpent? the Genesis
narrative answers with silence.
While the text suggests that suffering has a reason, it also suggests that
it does not have one, that suffering
does not come from anywhere and is,
therefore, absurd.
hi fact, the first real suffering of
human beings, the first experience of
death, confirms this observation.
Abel, justice and innocence personified, is killed. He dies for nothing,
for he has committed no mistake;
and his death does not serve any
purpose, because he disappears
without a trace. The name he bears,
Abel, "vapor," reveals the empty,
illogical character of his tragic destiny.
The best Illustration of suffering,
of course, is Job. A key word in the
story is hinam, meaning "gratuitous." Job's suffering is judged
hinam by God Himself (Job 2:3).
Between the thesis of his three
friends, who plead in favor of the justice of God in order to explain suffering, and the thesis of Job, who
deems that there are no reasons for
suffering—the conclusion is categorical. God upholds the thesis of Job
and treats his friends as foolish "in
that ye have not spoken of me the
thing which is right, like my servant
Job" (Job 42:8).
In this perspective, suffering has
no reason to exist Suffering does not
serve any purpose, does not lead anywhere, and makes no sense (see
Psalm 10:1; 42:10; 44:25).
This observation inspires the dis-

abused reflection of Ecclesiastes.
Everything is vanity, precisely
because everything leads to death
and to suffering OScclesiastes 2:11).
Everything is also vanity because suffering is unjust and strikes everybody
03cclesiastes 9:11,12) and because it
is negative and carries with it nothing (Ecclesiastes 1:3).
The S o l u t i o n t o Suffering
In the Bible, suffering is presented as an indispensable element that
has its place in the logical scheme of
things. As a consequence of human
beings' sin, suffering is the chastisement and the necessary test that will
correct them and place them in the
right path. Here suffering is good
and makes sense.
Yet suffering is also presented as a
useless and mysterious element an
accident of history. The innocent
together with the culprit are stricken. Here suffering is unfair, gratuitous, and makes no sense (see Job
5:7).
But justified or not, suffering is
always suffering, and explaining it at
a human level does not solve anything. That is why, in the end, the
Bible deals with the problem of suffering in two ways.
First God's answer to suffering is
His own suffering. God suffers
already because of humans. God suffers when people commit iniquity
that separates them. One has an
insight already into this idea
through the o^estioning of God in
search for the first humans, when
He cried, "Where are you?"
(Genesis 3:10). God suffers for being
unable to find lost humans. Then,
before the Flood, the text is still
more explicit. "And God saw that
the wickedness of man was great in
the earth, and that every imagination
of the thoughts of his heart was only
evil ccmtinually. And it repented the
Lord . . ." (Genesis 6:5, 6). The Lord
says also: "Thou hast wearied me
with thine iniquities'' (Isaiah 43:24).
The Bible isfilledwith the lamentations of a God anguished because
of His people's sin (Isaiah 1:2, 3).
Abraham Heschel comments on this
last passage of Isaiah: "The words of
the prophet bear not on the anger of
God, but rather on the suffering of
God. The prophet pleads with us so
that we may understand the condition of a father who has been abandoned by his children."2
God also suffers when He sees
humans engaged in sin, not only
because sin will separate them from
Him, but also because He knows all
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the suffering that this iniquity brings.
At the same time, God suffers from
His incapacity to stop humans.
"Where are you?" He asked in the
garden. It seems as if humans were
now slipping away from His control.
God will not do anything that
infringes on people's free will, and
thus He suffers from seeing what
people do with their free will (see
Isaiah 63:9; Psalm 23:4).
But God goes even further. He
suffers for humans. He carries and
endures the sins of humans. The
Hebrew word nasa, which means
"to carry," is also used in the sense
of "to forgive" (Hosea 1:6). The
image here suggests that the forgiveness of sin necessarily involves the
suffering of God, who chooses to
carry the sins of His people. This
idea is admirably translated in the
famous passage of Isaiah 53, where
the suffering servant is described as
bearing the sins of the people, thus
providing for them forgiveness. "But
he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the chastisement of our peace
was upon him; and with his stripes
we are healed.... He bare the sin of
many" (Isaiah 53:5-12).
This particular principle gives the
sacrificial system its significance.
The animal carries the sins of the
people and thus ensures the forgiveness of sins OLeviticus 4:15, 20). The
biblical idea of forgiveness is thus
attached to the idea of suffering. And
as God is the only one capable of forgiving (Psalm 32:1, 2), suffering that
consists of carrying sins in view of forgiveness should be understood as
the suffering of God Himself.
God's final answer to suffering is
deliverance from it. Certainly, this
act of His can already be observed in
life and through history. God is
already the Saviour down here. He
became for humans a Saviour. His
ever-presence has protected them.
In His love and clemency He has
delivered them (see Isaiah 63:8,9).
The Bible is full of these miracles
of God, which overrides all rules and
makes humans automatically fall on
their knees and worship. The sick
are healed (Genesis 20:17; 2 Kings
20:5), the dead resurrected (2 Kings
13:21), the powerful enemy conquered OHxodus 15:1ff).Sometimes,
in the Bible, man is blessed by a
supernatural visit which surprises
him and ffluminates his path, making him feel high and happy. But
soon after, the healed becomes sick
again (Genesis 48:1), the resurrected
ends up dying (John 12:9), and
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Israel, after all the miracles, is
oppressed and dispersed (Daniel
1:1,2).
Job perfectly illustrates the
process. Beyond the miracle that has
restored Job to his first estate, death
awaits him. The book of Job ends
not with the miracle, but with the
death of the hero (Job 42:17). The
problem is therefore not solved within our present existence and history,
something that Job had understood.
To FJiphaz, the present has the key
answer to suffering (Job 15)—for Job
it's found only in the future (Job 19:
25-27). The future carries the real
solution to suffering. The prophet
Isaiah prophesies about the New
Jerusalem: "And the voice of weeping shall be no more heard in her,
nor the voice of crying" (Isaiah
65:19).
The book of Revelation repeats
the same vision: "And I John saw
the holy city, new Jerusalem. . . .
God himself shall be with them, and
be their God. And God shall wipe
away all tears from their eyes; and
there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying" Gtevelation
21:2-4). To reach this point, however,
God starts all over again. The new
city is not the result of people's
progress. Instead, it is created by
God. So that suffering and death will
be no more, humans and the universe must go through the miracle of
creation. The only solution to suffering is the hope of that new city created by God. The solution is in the
future, and it depends only on the
Most High.
Conclusion
These biblical principles on the
problem of suffering teach three
1993

lessons. The first is that suffering
comes from iniquity. The principle is
verified at all levels, historical, ecological, physiological, etc. The smoker and the alcoholic will suffer in
their bodies and minds, and they
will make their famines and descendants sufier also.
The second is that suffering is not
the index, the proofs or measure of
iniquity. Just because iniquity produces suffering doesn't mean that all
suffering is the result of iniquity.
Some suffering comes without reason, explanation, or redeeming value.
The third lesson is that God
answers suffering—not only in the
present by His own sufferings, but
also in the future, by saving humans
from suffering. God suffers in the.
present because of the results of sin,
but also in the process of forgiveness
for it God will intervene in the future
to deliver people. The two responses
are linked: because God Himself is
suffering from suffering, He will
therefore save from suffering.
hi Qiristianity the tendency is to
emphasize the importance of the
suffering God OEphesians 2:16) at
the neglect of the powerful God who
delivers from suffering (Numbers
24:17), which the Jews have emphasized. Jewish and Christian traditions placed themselves in reaction
to each other, and each retreated in
its own area of emphasis. This difference has been expressed even in
theirrespectivesymbolism.
Christianity uses the cross to
emphasize salvation based on the
suffering and the forgiveness of God.
Judaism uses the star as a symbol,
emphasizing the hope founded on
justice and the power of God.
Actually, the theologies complement each other. The forgiveness of
a God who suffers leads to hope, and
hope can be acquired only through
the forgiveness and love of God. His
love and forgiveness do not go without His justice and power. The
Hebrew word tsedeka translates the
two notions.
Thus, the biblical truth implies
once more a principle of tension. The
problem of suffering would therefore
be a fruitful domain for Jewish and
Christian dialogue, for each one
would remind the other of missing
or neglected truth. •

Translated from French by Gerard
Latchman.
With permission of L'Olivier.
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